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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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In the mists at the edge of the world, a red eye opened. It blazed angrily at me across the black Atlantic for a second, then it was as if its gaze had shifted skyward, tracing a line of flame on the darkening sky. I watched it climb higher, grow thinner. Now it was no longer a line, but a blade of flame, stabbing upward against the stars. Was it imagination, or could I hear a low grumbling roar across the long sea-miles? It passed before I could be sure. I knew well where it came from, what it was, but not where it was going. I didn’t give a damn about any of it – I was on leave, I should be forgetting all that. But why did it look so sinister? I smiled wryly at myself. Because any day now that could be you…


The Earth was firm beneath my feet. I felt rooted in the very solidity of it; the sea-breeze was light and cool, hardly stirring the thickening mist, but if it grew to a tornado it couldn’t blow me away. I was born on this world, my body is built of atoms that have been part of it since it coalesced. What right have I to scatter them across space again? Isn’t that a kind of entropy? I stood there on a twilit plain in Galloway, knee-deep in grass that rose and fell in gentle waves, grey as the sea beyond it. A little beach separated them, a strip of clammy sand, home only for cockles and other cold fish.


Beyond that the sea, the dark Scottish sea outstretched to the horizon. Somewhere in the mists would be Ireland, but it might as well have been on the other side of the world. I’d come here to fill my mind with emptiness, loneliness, silence. But there was no silence here, nothing to compare with the void between the stars. Sea hissed and bubbled at the beach, grass rustled, trees creaked, the seagulls could still be heard. (Will there be seagulls there? Only if we take them.)


I stood there as night and mist closed in, staring out at the inhospitable universe. It got colder and danker, but I didn’t mind. I couldn’t get the fiery eye out of my thoughts, and I realized why at last. It was an unscheduled take-off, outside the Station’s daily routine, which had practically ground itself into my subconscious by now. And it had been big… It certainly hadn’t been a normal ferry, or cargo carrier – and if one of the really huge special carriers was due to go up I’d surely have heard about it long before I went on leave. I dropped the shutters on it, hard. That was another life, and one I knew damn well I ought to be getting out of, fast. But to where? Was this the right, the only opportunity? So still I stood, and let time drift past me, flowing, flowing… I came back to myself with a jolt, cold and stiff. How long had I been standing there? The mist gathered itself in front of me, hiding the rising moon, and closed suddenly over my head. The stars were blotted out, the land and landmarks had long since gone. I turned and stumbled heavily over nothing. I was adrift in a uniform pale glow, unable to see my own hand stretched out in front of me. Somewhere out there, a kilometre or two back along the peninsula, was a comfortable old farmhouse, between it and me a mass of little fields with drystone walls and thorn hedges, and the sea awaiting my wrong turns on either side. I looked down and couldn’t see my feet beneath me. Luckily there were no cliffs to fall off; the land here rose only a metre or two above sea-level. I pulled up the collar of my heavy jacket and set off in what ought to be the right way. If anything could get me tired of Earth, this might. Even the sound of the sea was muffled and directionless, no help at all. The gulls had gone and all I could hear was my own breath and the dull clomping of my own feet. The rich damp earth caked onto my boots, weighing them down with every step. Weren’t there cattle out along here, a bull maybe? Or would they have been taken in? I stamped heavily along, like one of the Irish giants in the old legends, and tried to listen for a bull’s breathing, or heavy tread. I amused myself by wondering if any of my unarmed combat training might be useful on a bull. Why wasn’t there a section in the manual about it? ‘First grasp the right horn firmly in the left hand (or vice-versa, as is preferred) and pull firmly back and to the side, at the same time striking upward sharply with the heel of the other hand at…’ I stopped abruptly. Had there been footsteps, somewhere ahead? If so, they’d stopped when I did… I began to walk again, then stopped in mid-stride, a good jungle trick. Sure enough, a foot definitely hit the ground when mine should have. That was no bull; someone was stalking me. An amateur. Now who the hell…


I let my foot down softly and began to step sideways quietly, but not too quietly, trying to make it sound as if I were walking forward normally. My outstretched hand touched something cold and damp, and I froze. Nothing happened. I relaxed my hold on the chill stone of the drystone dyke, invisible even at arm’s length, and inched along it, raising and lowering my feet absolutely silently. There were definite footsteps ahead now, evidently doing their best to be quiet. Whoever it was wasn’t very large, but then neither am I. I came to a corner in the wall, evidently the right-hand corner of the field I was in. The wall stretched off to my left and on the other side to my right was a large holly tree. I had a fair idea of where I was now. There should be a gate in this wall, somewhere. I began to inch along towards it, keeping low and tensed to spring at the least sound.


There was a scrabble, a swishing sound, a solid thump on the ground a metre or so in front of me. I’d lunged forward and grabbed in the instant I heard it. There was a yelp of surprise, and I let go hurriedly. Unmistakably female… There was a low mischievous chuckle not too far below my nose, and a pleasant warm scent that was very welcome in the dank night.


‘Mr Bellamy, I presume…’


My immediate reaction was flaring irritation.


‘It had to be you, of course. Vaulting walls in the fog!’


Giggle. ‘Ye might be a bit more grateful! Here I’ve come a’this way out in the haar ’cause I thought ye might be lost – ’


‘In the what?’


‘Haar. Mist tae you. Sounds like an old viking word, eh?’


‘If you say so. They never taught me that kind of thing. Look, it was kind of you to come out, but why? Now there’s two of us lost – ’


‘I’m no’ lost! I live here. D’ye think I canna find my way about in a wee bit of ha – mist like this? Thought ye might run intae the bull, is a’.’ Sharp sniff of disdain. ‘Should’ve let ye.’


Kirsty O’Neill. Daughter of the farmhouse where I was the mysterious and solitary guest, eighteen and waiting anxiously to hear about a college place. Bright, brunette and good to look on when there wasn’t a mist in the way – all I could see of her now was an outline ruined by a heavy anorak – but surely not my type. Too intellectual, and anyway I’m no cradle-snatcher by nature.


‘So now we’ve settled why I’m here, how about you? What was it brought ye out on a night like this?’


‘I’m an African spy. Gone a bit pale with fear – handy, that. I was watching spacecraft take off.’


‘Oh aye? From the Sea Station? Much good that may do ye, Mister Spy. We see ’em all year round here, but the station’s way down below the horizon. If ye’d eyes tae see that ye wouldna get yourself lost–’ She stopped abruptly. ‘Hey! The last launching I saw was just after nineteen!’


‘What’s the time now? Left my procom – ’


‘Near midnight when I left the house. Have ye been standin’ there for five hours?’


‘Looks like I have. Didn’t feel that long.’


Kirsty whistled. ‘Ye’ve got something on yer mind, a’right!’ Expectant silence. I didn’t say a word. Eventually she burst out ‘A’right, so I’m bein’ nosy! So ye don’t have tae tell me about it, or about you, or about … about anythin’ else! What d’ye want tae talk about then? Weather? Fine night for the fog, isn’t it?’


I chuckled. ‘Since you ask… Yes, I have got something on my mind. Those launchings – give them a wave when you see them, from now on. I might be on one of them.’


‘Ye lucky – where’d you be goin’, then? Orbital station?’


‘Further.’


‘The Moon? The Martian settlement?’


I shook my head, which must have been just about visible, because I heard a sharp gasp in the fog.


‘No’ the…’


I could see her silhouette gesture away into the infinite distance of the mist.


‘The colony, yes. I’ve a place option on the second Ship.’


‘No wonder ye’re wanderin’ round in a dream!’ She sounded oddly breathless and shocked. ‘How’d ye manage that?’


‘Just asked. Wasn’t hard. The Ship’s got room for thirty thousand people, but last I heard they’ll be lucky to get twenty K the way it’s being undersold.’


‘Might be other reasons,’ said Kirsty neutrally. She leant against the wall, and I could hear her kicking idly at the earth. ‘How many folks want tae go on a journey like that? Ten, eleven years in the Ship and never comin’ back – how can ye face it?’


I grunted. ‘That’s one of the things I’m here on holiday to sort out.’


‘But what’d make ye want tae leave in the first place? I mean, I’d never think of it – ’


‘Are you that fond of the world the way it is? Under the BCs’ thumb – and other areas?’


‘Well – no, since ye put it like that… But things may change – ’


‘Not in my lifetime, except for the worse. I’d rather take a chance at a fresh start – the only chance I can see. And there’s more to it than that. It’s hard to explain – but it’s like this feeling some of the pilots have told me about. There are times when they take off, they just want to head outward and keep on going, never mind if their air runs out – ’


‘Hmph. Any o’ these pilots actually tried sailin’ away? Thought not. Romantic enough but it’s still just fancy suicide. But how were these pilots tellin’ you about this? Was it the pilots at the Sea Station?’


‘Right.’


‘Go there often, do ye?’ She sounded positively sly.


‘Often enough. Why’d you ask?’ As if I didn’t know. ‘Would ye take me along some time?’ And then, breathlessly, the inevitable. ‘Could you get me intae space?’


‘For a joyride, you mean? Or more permanently?’


‘If there was any chance o’ a job – ’


‘Only if you get yourself some kind of scientific or technical qualifications – which you don’t want to – ’


‘Can’t!’ she said miserably. ‘Never any good at fashin’ science. There’s no other way?’


‘’Fraid not. Unless you join the police or the military – ’ I didn’t insult her by suggesting a Department Guard.


She shuddered. ‘I’ve heard about that. Reports an’ dossiers an’ psychprofiles on your every move. BCs breathin’ down your neck night an’ day – ’


‘Some people survive OK. But you might not, I’ll agree. Does you credit. But I can get hold of an airspacer, so I could arrange the joyride, at least. Why so eager to get out there, anyway?’


‘Cause it’s about as far away from here as I can get!’ she snarled. I hadn’t heard that kind of venom in her voice before.


‘Is it that bad, then? I like it. Not many open fields left these days. This place has room to breathe – ’


She snorted scornfully. ‘Aye, ye can do that a’right. No’ much else, though, ’cept eat an’ sleep an’ freeze in winter. Only excitement last year was when a harvestin’ machine went daft in a greenhouse – barley everywhere. Stop here an’ I’ll go fat an’ daft like my ma or dried-up and dour like my old man. Or just out o’ my mind wi’ boredom.’


‘Space loses its excitement after a while. A short while. You sound like another candidate for the Colony.’


‘No’ me!’ she said decisively. ‘I’ll stick tae the Solar System, thank you!’ She made a low shivering sound. ‘So cold, so far. Take a quarter of your life tae make the round trip…’


‘Twenty-two years? More like a sixth – ’


‘Whatever. And no way back if everyone else didn’t want tae go as well. Away from family an’ friends an’ – brrh! How ye can even think o’ cuttin’ yerself off like that…? Is there nothin’ tae hold ye here, nothin’ that’s too important tae leave?’


‘All the relatives I know of have been dead for years. I’ve got friends, all right – but none I couldn’t bear never to see again. Wouldn’t blight their lives much, either. And there are plenty of enemies I’d as soon be away from – seems like half the human race at times.’


Kirsty gave a great guffaw. ‘Paranoids are after ye, are they? But ye’ve nobody at a’ – no really good friends, no girls? I mean there wilna be much wine, women an’ song on the other side o’ the Divide, will there?’


‘Why not? There’ll be no BCs to restrict it, after all. Anyway,’ I added severely, ‘I’ve had my share of them all, except maybe singing – can’t have too much of that, as long as it’s folk. But I’ve had enough of hangovers and half-baked affairs – they’re both terrible in the morning. Maybe I’m just a loner…’


That was definitely the wrong line to take. I knew what she was going to come up with before she said it. ‘Maybe ye just havena found the right one yet…’


‘Maybe,’ I said discouragingly. ‘I could die trying. Life’s too short and sex is hard work, thanks to modern medical science – giggle if you like, it’s true! Two centuries ago I could have given it up at seventy. Now I’ve no let-up until I’m ninety or a hundred. More than half a century of loused-up emotions! Not to mention pulled muscles, bankruptcy and – ’ The fog betrayed me. Slender but solid arms wrapped themselves firmly round my neck before I’d even finished talking. I don’t often envy two-metre men – too easy to dodge and overbalance – but I did then; my neck was too accessible. She was practically swinging from it, pulling my head down to her. Protest was stifled at birth by her generous lips, with a sweet hot taste on them that countered the chill mist. Perhaps I should have shouted rape, but my mouth was full – of tongues – and who’d have heard me anyway? So I landed Kirsty with the tongue problem, letting mine scribble short sensuous paragraphs on the underside of hers while my hands gently scratched the punctuation on her back. Even through the anorak it felt hot. I stood with feet apart to come down to her level (and take some of the weight off my neck). She crushed hard against me, shifting weight from one foot to the other so that her legs rubbed against the inside of mine. Hotter and hotter – We came up for air.


‘This isn’t fog,’ I decided, ‘it’s steam.’ She slumped against the wall, giggling helplessly. Not too helplessly to pull me with and against her, though, but by then I’d given up minding. However, not being a cradlesnatcher has its responsibilities – such as giving fair warning.


‘Listen, you,’ I said as soon as I had the chance, ‘don’t think I’m not enjoying myself, but take an old man’s advice – don’t be in too much of a hurry. Save something – oh, not for the love of your life or anything, just for better places than against a wall or the back of the cowshed – ’


‘Back o’ the byre’s no good,’ she mumbled, keeping up the death-grip. ‘Too popular most nights. And ye can see the most o’ it from the house. Well, if ye lean out the backstairs window and twist tae the right a wee bit ye can – ’


‘What I’m trying to say – mmmp! – is, don’t waste it on me. You’re young and fresh and I’m twenty-five years older – ’ A whole set of nails dug into the nape of my neck. I caught my breath sharply, and the sudden strong scent of her made my nostrils flare.


‘Young n’ fresh, eh?’ she growled. ‘Makes me sound like chicken breast or somethin’ when a’ he means is I’m no’ experienced enough! Young n’raw, that’s what you mean, isn’t it? For your mature taste! I’m so bloody sorry I could cry! Maybe I’m only fit company for the great muck-maulin’ gowks round here! Maybe if I could’ve got away tae college or a job I wouldna be needin’ your learned advice – or anythin’ else!’ I heard her turn on her heel and stamp away off down the wall, muttering hot wet things.


‘Listen!’ I protested, striding along to keep up, ‘I like you young and everything, you’re not like most girls your age – ’


‘Who’re either uptight Social Morality freaks or tarts, aye. Well, you can keep ’em both. But did it no’ occur tae ye in your vast experience that I might just occasionally get a wee bit tired o’ youth and etcetera? Not, o’ course, that I’ve any say in the matter – ’


‘You’re behaving like an eight-year-old – ’


She stopped dead and rounded on me. ‘Listen, you!’ she mimicked. ‘Ye were stranded out here before I came. If I ran off ye’d likely end up in the sea or playin’ tag wi’ the bull!’ There was a rustle of fabric in the mist. ‘And there’s only one way you’ll keep me by ye – ’ And she sprang at me, swinging from my neck and biting at it, catlike. The scent of her, headier than any mere perfume, rose around me like the smoke of a pyre, and when my hands reached her waist they touched warm flesh where anorak and slacks had parted. She wore nothing underneath. That did it.


‘I’m caught, I wilna’ run,’ she murmured. ‘Weigh me down…’


Anything to oblige. Her weight was a burden round my neck, so I went searching for handholds. Her clothes slid away to provide them. I gave gently at the knees and sank back, pulling her on top of me.


‘Grass’s wet,’ I explained.


‘Sounds fun – ’


‘Then we’ll take turns – ’


We finished facing each other on our knees, rocking in the smooth ancient rhythm of the sea. Her breasts were hardness crushed against me, and the sea somehow got louder and faster and saltier and smooth as wet velvet and went roaring away through my ears in a pounding cascade. Kirsty’s fingers stopped tracing out my spine and grabbed desperately at my hips, her breath came in hoarse strangled gasps, and our bodies slammed and battered at each other as if in fury. Then her body arched violently back and she screamed aloud as all of me rose to meet her in an electric, emptying thrill that went convulsively on and on. Distant thunder rang in my ears as we collapsed gasping against one another, and seemed to build up into a whistling howl that had nothing to do with the thumping of my heart. Kirsty clutched me tight again as the sound grew louder, then she shrieked in horror as a thunderous shockwave ripped the concealing mist away from us in a mad scattering whirl. With a roar of dragonfire something enormous blazed by overhead, as if the Moon itself were dropping onto us. The trees bent before its passing and hurled up their leaves to its fires. The long grass was blasted flat by a single sweeping wave of hot wind that left us huddled half-naked in each other’s arms, terrified as field animals when the harvester goes by. Then there was a terrible impact offshore, an incandescent roaring splash that blasted up a wall of steaming water. A fine boiling rain spattered down over the field, stinging points of agony on our exposed skins. Kirsty was sobbing hysterically against my chest, but I detached her gently and stood up, staring out to sea through the passage carved in the mist. Sizzling, smashing, creaking sounds came from a great shadowy bulk, wallowing in the erupting sea a kilom or so offshore. Parts of it shone with a sullen furnace glow that set the sea seething into bubbles and steam. Larger bubbles, huge ones, were gulping up as it settled. Then I realized what might happen, and flung myself heavily on top of Kirsty, knocking her flat. There was an instant’s awesome gargling, as if the ocean were draining away; I raised my head cautiously.


There was a concussion, more than a sound, and the trees bent back again and lost the remainder of their leaves. The night glared red for an instant, then there was more hot rain interspersed with blast-shredded leaves. A broken tree fell smouldering into the wet undergrowth. Something large went swishing slowly by overhead and fell into the field beyond; the solid impact almost bounced us off the ground. There was a rattle of smaller debris, some in our own field. When it stopped I rolled off Kirsty, who was too winded to move, and struggled to my feet, pulling my trousers back on as I went. Fortunately the skeletal trees still hid us from the farmhouse, though I could hear dogs barking and doors slamming, and a gabble of excited bird cries and hoarse human voices. Not so far away the bull was bellowing hysterically. A rising breeze thinned the mist and in the restored moonlight I could just make out the remains of the object, dull and dark now. It looked as though the blast had broken it in two, but large chunks were still visible above the surface. I became aware of Kirsty hanging onto my arm, trying to pull herself upright on unsteady legs. Once I helped her up she’d no trouble staying there, but her face was pale and bloodless and blank.


‘Move it, girl,’ I muttered, retrieving her slacks, ‘your old man’ll be down here soon with the farm ops. Want them to catch you bare-assed?’ She didn’t answer, just looked at me with wide shocked eyes. I couldn’t blame her for that – having the ceiling fall in is no way to begin your sex life – but I was in a hurry. I bundled her back into her clothes, dusted her down as best I could, and bolted for the beach. If that thing was what I thought it was there might still be a life to save.


The sand was littered with little bits of hot wreckage and assorted sea-debris hurled up by the explosion. Stumbling and slipping through piles of lacerated sea-wrack garnished with shredded crab and fish and jagged chunks of metal, I stared hard out to the moonlit sea, churned-up and foaming, for the least sign of a human form. At first I’d thought a big airspacer had come down in flames, but then I’d remembered something. That first thunderclap had been a sonic boom, but by the time the thing itself passed over it was below soundspeed. What decelerates as it falls? Answer: something under power. I had a strong feeling I knew what, although the hulk out there was hardly recognizable. It boded ill for the pilot.


‘Mr Bel’my! Come away frae there!’ It was Kirsty’s father, the Land-Manager, in an overcape and boots over vile-coloured sleeping gear. He came skidding down among the grass tussocks, stomping through the sand to grab my sleeve. ‘Come on! She might go up again any second! We can call the Emergencies – ’


‘They’d get here too late, I think. Anyway, she’s unlikely to go up again.’


‘Too late for what? And how’re ye so sure?’


‘I know a bit about these – well, what I think that thing was. Did you see it go over?’


‘Aye, a’in flames. I was feart it’d explode overhead!’


‘It wasn’t on fire. It’s not an airspacer or zep or anything like that. Those flames were the exhausts of bloody great chemical motors, being gunned for all they were worth to slow it down; they were blown back round the hull by air resistance, so it looked like a fireball.’


‘What was it, then – a missile?’


‘Oh, no. I got a look at the hull before it went up – couldn’t place it at first, I haven’t seen one for years. It was an old orbital launcher, the kind they used for large payloads before the big special carriers came in. They still keep a few for emergencies and awkward jobs, like sending up something big that can’t be assembled in space. The only thing explosive about them’s their fuel, and any there was would have gone up in the first explosion. There couldn’t have been much or it’d have been larger. Way the motors were being flogged I’m not surprised.’


‘But then – ’


‘Yes. There was someone at the controls. That thing could have creamed anywhere in Central Scotland – your house, for example. But he managed to brake it enough to bring it down harmlessly in the sea. That’s why I’m here. I didn’t see anyone eject, but there’s still a chance he might have. He could need help. I feel I owe him a bit of trouble, don’t you?’


‘Aye,’ said the old man dourly, ‘suppose we do – though after that bang I wouldna haud out much hope. Still –I’ve a boat at the jetty back by the house, if a piece of wreckage hasna’ stove it in. If I get some o’ the lads – ’


‘Right. Shouldn’t be any danger as long as you keep clear of the wreck itself. I’ll cover the beach, if you can spare some men.’


‘Aye, I’ll see tae it!’ I heard him puffing and panting up the slope, and then a collision at the top and some ripe swearing.


‘Kirsty girl! What’re ye doin’ out here?’


‘Scared outa my wits by the bang!’ I heard her say quite steadily. ‘Came tae see if I could help – ’


‘Aye, ye can. Get back an’ tell yer mother it’s a’right, and call up the Emergency. Tell ’em there’s some kind o’ spacecraft come down…’ Voices and hurrying footsteps trailed off into the distance. I began ranging up and down the beach, stopping from time to time to listen for a sound other than the disturbed sea slapping and grinding the sand. I tried calling out, but only managed to collect some fellow searchers that way. It looked bad. I heard the boat putter out beyond the point, a long blunt-bowed dory whose little hydrogen motor flogged away as it hit the churning sea. Powerful flashlights swept the water on either side.


‘Keep off the wreck, remember!’ I shouted.


‘Wi’ pleasure!’ bellowed a voice in return, raising coarse laughter all round – not that it was at all funny, but we needed something to laugh at. Any of those blackened fragments lying about in the shallows or washing to and fro further out could be all that was left of the man we searched for.


‘D’ye really think he coulda got out in time, Mr Bel’my?’ asked one of the farm-ops with me as he prodded dubiously at a scorched and twisted fragment of metal at his feet.


‘Yes, any time before the bang. Ejection systems have come a long way since Gagarin and the Wrights. Even an old voice-activated system would’ve got him out and beyond blast range in time, even from underwater. I was looking for him when the blast went off. Didn’t feel so observant then.’


‘Aye, I ken. Staggered me as well.’


‘Ah, get on, McBride, ye’re allus staggered!’


‘Aye, blind as a burycrat!’


‘Haud yer yaps!’ hissed the maligned McBride. ‘Who’s callin’?’


A girl’s voice – ‘Yer auld man’s oot wi’ the boat, Kirsty!’ yelled someone. ‘We’re doon here wi’ Mr Bel’my!’


I half expected her to scream and run at the mention of the name, but she didn’t. She appeared atop a sand-ridge, leapt down off it into a gorse-bush without seeming to notice and came thumping across the sand towards us.


‘Ma an’ I called – ’ she gasped. ‘Emergency-police – Sea Rescue – everyone – wouldna come!’ There was an angry babble of voices. ‘Said they’d had calls from all over,’ she explained when she’d caught her breath. ‘But they’d had word from Glasgow Interdep that this was Eurogov business, and there were Department men comin’ tae handle it – ’ That did it. The magic word ‘Department’ seemed to empty any sense of responsibility out of everyone. The ops began to drift off down the beach, heading back towards the house. I didn’t bother trying to keep them; I wasn’t so far from giving up myself. Maybe the boat would have better luck.


There was a small awkward cough from behind me. I turned to find Kirsty still standing there. It was high time to say something; the trouble was, what?


‘Look – I’m sorry I had to just rush off like that, then. But – ’


‘Oh aye,’ she said tonelessly, scuffing the sand with her shoe. ‘Ye couldna help it.’ She gave a brief, artificial laugh. ‘I’d heard o’ the earth movin’, but that was too much…’


‘Spectacular, at least.’


‘Oh aye. Grand finale wi’ fireworks. But – ’ She sounded anxious. ‘It was all a’right? For you, I mean…’


She sounded altogether too serious. At that moment I was wishing myself halfway to the Colony or almost anywhere else. What had I got myself into? I’d come here to shake off entanglements, not add to them. But this wasn’t one of those times I could just brush that question off with a dirty chuckle and a swat in the right direction. There are responsibilities… I dropped an arm around her and squeezed affectionately. It wasn’t too difficult.


‘An adventure in space and time,’ I quoted, and got a genuine giggle this time.


‘It was great when ye – ’ I shushed her abruptly, and felt her stiffen with annoyance. But then she heard it too. A faint hail was coming from seaward, hard to hear against the rush and scrabble of the water. We pelted down to the water’s edge, not stopping until our feet sank into the sand to be soaked by the more adventurous waves. The darkness was unyielding.


‘Can’t be the boat,’ I decided. ‘They’re too far away, round the other side of the wreck – ’ Kirsty grabbed my arm and pointed to my right. Bobbing up and down in the waves, not far offshore, was a feeble orange light. We stared for an instant, then dashed along the beach and through a stand of stunted trees onto a sandspit covered in coarse scrubby plants that tangled round our ankles as we ran. At the tip of the spit the light was still too far away. I hesitated for a moment, then strode out into the water. My feet were already wet, but when the sea chill bit at my calves I had to stop and get my breath back. I wished I’d thought to get rid of my trousers, the water was deeper than it looked. I pushed on, though, as Kirsty caught up with me, puffing and swearing and half-swimming already. The swell rose to my chest now, trying to lift me off my feet. At sea-level like this I couldn’t make out the light any more, and in desperation I let a big wave bear me up so I could see further. At its top a heavy weight cannoned into me, knocking me off balance. I heard Kirsty yell, then light and air vanished. I tumbled head over heels in bone-chilling blackness, striking an arm a hefty blow on a rock. Rather than sprout gills I kicked out, feeling my water-logged clothes go leaden around me, and came back to the surface. Spitting out gritty water, I saw Kirsty struggling with what looked like a headless body. I swam clumsily over to her, and together we maneuvered the gasping object into the shallows, where by the feeble orange light on its back we saw that the headless effect came from a flotation jacket that enveloped head and shoulders, clamping a breathing mask over the face. I knew the design, though I’d never seen one in use outside a demonstration tank. We half walked, half dragged its exhausted occupant onto the beach and collapsed all three, wheezing and shivering. Our clothes settled dankly about us as the wind rose, blowing clouds over the moon. The newcomer was the first to speak.


‘Thanks! Speak English? Good! Hey – I hit anyone, anything expensive? That my goddam boltbucket out there – you guess?’


‘We guessed. And no, you didn’t hit anything, except maybe a few fish. What happened?’


He made a noise like a surfacing whale. ‘You tell me? Attitude jets, gyros, everything, go whoof! Secondaries, everything, out like light! Main throttles, too. Drop like stone, but I manage to get manual control of fuel feed and gun main motors to brake! Sheeeh – ’ He fell back on the sand with a great sigh. His accent was strong, and sounded North European – Norwegian or Swedish, maybe. And it reminded me of someone…


‘Brave of you to stay at the controls,’ I said.


He gave a deep chuckle. ‘Ah, decided I could use medal or two! Eject only just in time, you know? And get ass burnt by blast as I’m coming down!’


‘Lucky ye had the lifejacket, though,’ said Kirsty brightly. There was a choking noise in the darkness, which eventually turned into a rich Swedish oath.


‘Lucky? Not so bloody lucky! Better they hang shark round my neck than this thing! Twice as dangerous, you bet!’


Kirsty evidently took this a bit personally. ‘Got ye ashore, didn’t it?’


‘Kept me afloat,’ grunted our catch ungraciously. ‘ ’Bout all it did. Crappy design – have to haul mask off your yap to yell!’


‘Don’t you have flares?’ I chipped in. ‘You shouldn’t have to shout – ’


‘Flares I’ve got. Full set. None of ’em work. Nor voice transmitter, nor locator beacon, nor loudhailer, nor siren. And this light is supposed to be so bloody bright, eh? From how far away you see it?’


‘A hundred metres or so – ’


‘On a pitchy-black bloody night. What fashing good that? And my rebreather’s full of salt water – busy generating strong alkalis instead of air! Come down in rough sea and I drown!’


I chuckled. ‘Well, it’s as well you hung on then, isn’t it? You’ve really got yourself a lemon there – every common fault, plus the rebreather, that’s new. The old design was better.’


‘Yeah, much. Not so pretty, and less fancy medical gear. But never went wrong – ’ He paused, considering. ‘You know old design?’


‘I fought to keep it, Captain Carlsen. Remember me?’


It didn’t take him long, considering. ‘Hey-hey-hey! Hail to Chief! Long time no see, Mister B! So what you doing here – which is where, by the way?’


‘Galloway – Western Scotland. I’m on holiday, nobody knows me and I’d like to keep it that way. OK?’


‘Sure, sure, you just one of rubes for all I know.’


‘Great. But meet your co-rescuer, Kirsty O’Neill.’


I heard Carlsen turn on the charm. Good going, after an hour in salt water but he wasn’t strong on finesse. He was just what you’d expect someone called Carlsen to be – stage Scandinavian, big, blond, dumb. Well, no pilot is entirely dumb, but Carlsen did his best. His dossier rated him high on concentration and accuracy, low on energy, initiative and imagination. He never showed any sign of irritability or strain, though everyone he worked with sometimes did. And he had a solid respect for his own skin, too noticeable to make him hero material. I’d have expected him to bale out the moment trouble struck and forget those below; his psychprofile would have guaranteed it. And yet he’d hung on, at vast risk – you never can tell.


‘You weren’t hurt at all?’


‘No, no. Wouldn’t lie here so peaceful if I was!’


‘Have you checked your monitors, though?’


‘Too busy staying alive!’ He sat up hastily and began scrabbling at the monitor panel. Evidently his dossier wasn’t that wrong. When we eventually got it open the readouts beneath were activated automatically and began methodically ticking off the data from the little bodyscan and other monitoring gear built into the jacket.


‘Coming too fast to read!’ he complained. ‘They damaged too?’


‘Don’t seem to be,’ I told him. ‘That’s normal as long as there’s nothing to report. When there is – See?’ The readout slowed to a crawl. Carlsen glared anxiously down at it, but all it said was that he was a little chilled.


‘Otherwise you’re healthier than I am, you great oaf. Let’s get back to the house, my feet just died of exposure.’


‘Mine too. Can’t ye get up, Captain?’


‘Legs asleep. Ass too. Give hand, eh? Stay here longer and I became clam, eh?’


‘It’d be an improvement,’ said Kirsty dryly as Carlsen hauled himself up via some of her more sensitive areas. Once on his feet, his circulation returned mysteriously, and he did a sort of war dance, contorting violently to free himself from the dripping jacket. It was quite a sight. Finally he ripped himself loose and flung the object, still flickering dispiritedly, far out into the waves. It washed slowly back in towards the shore.


‘Leave to rot!’ he barked. ‘We walk! Why they give up old jacket?’


‘The usual, from what I hear – interdepartmental infighting. Sea Survival & Rescue (Design) at Kiel are on the wane, Marine Safety (Design) at Toulon are on the up, so they immediately have to edge out the other’s best work. You know how it goes. Kiel got one of the interdepartmental economies subcommittees to guillotine the production budget for the Toulon design. Toulon had either to lose face by withdrawing the design and causing a shortage, or cut the costs by pruning safety factors. The only ones they left were on their selling point, the medical gear.’


‘Nobody do anything ’bout this?’ howled the pilot as we climbed the sandy slope. ‘I maybe get drowned!’


‘My objections,’ I told him, ‘along with a million others, are on file somewhere. They’ll be investigated in due course – ’


‘Sure, in about twenty years!’ Carlsen snarled. ‘Maybe I make some noise sooner! I go to Toulon and stuff their design flair right up – ’ He guffawed richly. ‘Up where they maybe keep my flares, eh?’


‘I’ll say this for ye,’ said Kirsty, clambering over the low wall of a field, ‘Ye’re no easy tae damp!’


‘Water off my back!’ he called, and roared.


By maniacal shouting we managed to call the boat in, and then set off up the long path to the farmhouse. Carlsen stepped out briskly, and Kirsty and I had to hurry to keep up with his long stride. I realized with some annoyance that he’d hardly be wet at all inside his flight suit, while we were weighed down and chilled by our soaked clothes. Carlsen greeted the boat crew with noisy anticipations of drink, and I hoped he’d remember my incognito once he got going.


We all crowded into the kitchen of the farmhouse. It was an enormous place, like all old buildings, and nothing but the other farm buildings within a kilom. For all its sparseness there was a weird air of luxury about living in a house with eight rooms, no less, and three of them separate bedrooms! And each was bigger than my entire quarters, which had never felt small – not, at least, until recently.


Kirsty’s mother plumped past bearing a bottle of something. I gave chase, but was firmly headed off and pinned in a corner.


‘Just what are ye, Mr Bellamy?’


‘Lots of things, Kirsty. Cold and thirsty, for example. You had in mind?’


‘Carlsen knows you,’ she pressed on inexorably. ‘Pilots tell ye things. Ye spend a lot of time in space…’


‘Not so much these days.’


‘Whatever. Ye’re something tae do with the Sea Station.’


‘I’d rather not advertise it. I’m still a prime target for the African terror campaign, even though it’s mostly died now. The fewer people who know what I do, the better.’


‘But ye can tell me, surely – ’


A giant arm descended round my shoulders and another round Kirsty’s. One hand contained a bottle of scotch, which I deftly removed and swigged at. I managed not to choke. It was one of the generally available blends, a weird mixture of the rough and the synthetically smooth. As a Department man I’d got used to better, but at least it stayed down.


‘What ’bout Kirsty, she save my life too! You leave some of that for her!’


‘Maybe later,’ she said, firmly removing a ham hand from its resting place. ‘Go easy on that stuff or we’ll have wasted our time!’


‘Can’t hurt me!’ he boomed. ‘Drink all night if – ’ He stopped suddenly and raised his head, listening. I heard it too, the howl of an airspacer coming in on hover. The farm ops went streaming out to see it didn’t land on the bull. Carlsen looked troubled.


‘That’s big buggers,’ he announced.


‘Who?’


‘Department men! Didn’t someone say they coming?’


‘Right – but which department?’


‘SpaceDep, of course,’ grunted Carlsen. ‘That’s who launch was for. This’ll be HQ heavies, you bet! Now they haul me back out in freeze-ass cold to examine wreck – ’


‘Maybe not,’ I mused. In the state he’d soon be in Carlsen was capable of slipping up and giving away who I was. Then I’d get roped in as well, and also get torn off a strip for not coming forward in the first place. Altogether it would be better to get him out of the way… ‘Why don’t we – ’


I watched Carlsen and Kirsty disappear upstairs, and was obscurely pleased to see the hand that landed on her rear once again removed. Obscurely, because by rights I should be glad to get her off my hands; I couldn’t quite manage to feel that way, though. Maybe she just deserved someone better than Carlsen. That would be it.


I was glad she’d taken the whole thing so well. This wasn’t the 2000s any more. There was a creeping self-righteous puritanism abroad these days, not only in Greater Europe but throughout the world; it seemed to be based on the feeling that pleasure shouldn’t, as our disgraceful grandparents thought, be there for the taking. It should be the reward reserved for the virtuous citizen by the benevolent State. It was the moral philosophy of the bureaucrat, given an ethical shell and christened Social Morality to make it sound respectable. In practice it was anything but; it simply gave the BCs another stick to beat humanity with. Anyone with enough pull did as they liked, and the only crime was being found out. In fact, whipping the covers off a rival’s sexual indiscretions was fast becoming the ritual coup de grace in bureaucratic power struggles. Human nature being what it is, indiscretions could nearly always be found – or arranged. Sex, not lending itself to being collected, graded and doled out to approved recipients only on completion of the proper forms, came in for a particularly hard time from the SM movement. And, lowly as I was, I’d enemies who’d just love to use Kirsty against me if we quarrelled too openly. About my career I gave only the faintest of damns, being on the point of giving it up anyway, but I didn’t want to leave my job wide open for takers. If I went, I intended to choose my successor – carefully.


Voices drifted past the window, and I listened intently. Kirsty’s father, plus a couple I knew only by type – accent-less European English, with the faceless smoothness of the senior bureaucrat. Behind them two others, harsh and clipped. I knew none of them, so they’d be unlikely to know me. Safer in that case to stay and meet them. Feet clomped on the worn stone flags of the passage.


‘ – and you can be sure that the Department is grateful for your assistance, Mr O’Neill,’ one of the smooth voices was saying. ‘Our memo to AgDep will be couched in the most favourable terms – ’ The owner of the voice looked much as I’d expected, a cool sleek man with grey hair and a long poker face. His companion was a younger, fatter variant on the same type. Senior, but not the top; they were projecting an image in a way top BCs never needed to. But they’d be close to the top, coming from Oliviera’s office, or van Huijk’s, or Thorborg’s, or any of a dozen others. I got a smile from them, free of the slightest flicker of recognition. The other two didn’t smile. They didn’t look capable of it, big square men in the uniform of SpaceDep HQ Guard – known for some reason as the Marching Morons, though they didn’t march much. They’d been formed soon after I entered the Department as a special bodyguard for the high-ups, a job they still did; they’d expanded, though, to take over all of HQ security, which set them well on the road to being secret police. They certainly recruited some unsavory characters, and these two could have been their recruiting posters.


‘This is Mr Bel’my,’ said the Land-Manager, murdering my name as most of the locals did. ‘It was my daughter’n him fished out yer man.’ The smiles were a centim or so broader, but still with no trace of recognition. I’d been confident about that. I wasn’t a familiar face at HQ – no Station staff were, except the Commander – and my own mother would’ve had a job recognizing the half-drowned rat I looked at the moment.


‘Well, that was very brave of you,’ oiled the plumper BC. ‘We were very worried about him, to tell the truth. Ah – was he much hurt?’


‘Didn’t seem to be,’ I avowed, with a look of innocent concern. ‘But when we got him in he just keeled over. He’d had a wee bit Scotch first, but not enough to – er – ’


‘Quite so,’ said the other BC gravely. ‘Concussion, perhaps. Did he say anything at all? Was he able to talk, I mean?’


‘Not much. He was exhausted. Just said his controls had failed, but he’d stayed with the ship to stop it hitting anyone. We packed him off to bed – ’


‘I’m sure you did the right thing. We didn’t have time to pick up a doctor – I’m afraid we hardly thought we’d need one – but our pilot, Heinz here, has paramed experience. He can take a look at him. We’ll wait down here – ’


I ushered Heinz to the worn stone stairs. ‘Big old house!’ he observed perceptively as he clomped up. ‘OK if you like history, but give me – ’


‘Shhh!’ hissed Kirsty abruptly. ‘Watch those great feet o’yours, you’ll disturb the poor man in there – ’ She was overdoing it a bit, but Heinz seemed impressed. I was annoyed to see she’d deposited Carlsen in my bed, but I should have thought of that before. He lay sprawled now, doing a magnificent imitation of a casualty. Perhaps that rotgut whisky helped; I could see the end of the empty bottle under the bed. Our experienced paramed strode over to the bed and poked briefly about Carlsen. He evidently knew some anatomy, enough to check whether major bones were broken, but he behaved as if he were examining a cut of meat. I’ve caught myself doing that on occasion, checking that I haven’t actually killed someone. The pilot straightened up, turned away and headed briskly downstairs with the most casual of nods. I followed him down.


‘No danger!’ he announced firmly as he strode into the kitchen.


‘I’m glad to hear that!’ exclaimed the older man as if he meant it. ‘Well, Mr O’Neill, I think we might go and examine the wreck now, if you’ve no objection. We can take Captain Carlsen straight to hospital when we’ve finished – ’


The voice oozed out of the kitchen. I was surprised it didn’t leave a trail. The others followed, and when they’d gone out I obtained another bottle and made my way back upstairs. Carlsen was sitting up in bed, practically purple with indignation.


‘Fashing scummy bastards! What kind examination they call that, hah? For all they care, might as well be at bottom of Atlantic!’


‘Count your blessings,’ I told him. ‘You might not have malingered well enough to fool a real doctor.’ He didn’t query that, just grabbed the bottle and took a considerable swig.


‘Hangover,’ he said with an air of satisfaction. ‘Have to give doc something to do, eh?’


‘We could always crack you on the skull,’ I suggested, ‘if you’re so worried.’


‘Use the bottle,’ said Kirsty, ‘or ye’ll hurt your hand. Let go o’that whisky a minute, Chris, ye canna hatch it. I havena had any yet, remember?’


She produced a tumbler from somewhere, and took a healthy quantity. We sat and talked for a few minutes, then Kirsty announced she was off to bed.


‘All very well for you,’ I complained, ‘but I’ve got this great gook in mine. Where do I sleep?’


‘You have this back and I go share with Kirsty!’ guffawed Carlsen.


‘Wouldna be good for yer concussion!’ she retorted. ‘I’ll find ye somewhere.’


We left Carlsen loudly demanding to be tucked in.


‘It’s no tuckin’ he’s after,’ Kirsty commented as she shut the door firmly. ‘What a night!’ She leant back against the doorpost and sighed. Even half-drowned and salt-encrusted she was a beauty, large dark eyes gleaming out from under heavy lids and a dark chestnut fringe. The effect, on top of a pert nose and full lips, was stunning.


‘You look like a mermaid,’ I told her. ‘Or one of those Celtic things, you know, silkies, like in the ballad – a seal-woman. You’d make a nice seal.’


She shook her head lazily. ‘Nearest I want tae get tae water’s a shower. And ye’ll need one before we let ye near our nice clean beds.’


‘My shower, like my bed, is back in there with Carlsen – ’


‘Aye, but mine isn’t,’ she said firmly. ‘C’mon, if we don’t want tae sleep a’night in the passage!’ Her room was at the back of the house, set off from the rest of it by a long narrow corridor along which I was more or less dragged. Not that I was resisting too hard. Hadn’t that been a twinge of jealousy when she’d used Carlsen’s first name? Perhaps. Come to think of it, did she even know mine? Ah well. So much for detachment.


There certainly wasn’t any room for it in her bedroom showerstall. I looked at it dubiously, but Kirsty just twitched her anorak off and stepped out of her slacks into the stall. The water and foam came on as her foot touched the floor, and she twisted to meet it, stretching an arm out to me. She looked more slender out of her chunky clothes, and it wasn’t only her nose that was pert.


‘You look more like a silkie than ever,’ I commented.


‘How about givin’ me a chance tae see what you look like, then, Mister Bellamy?’


‘Mark,’ I told her, and pulled my own jacket off. She stood there in foaming turmoil with her arms folded, watching me the way I’d seen her father watch livestock. I stepped in with her, and she ran her hands across my chest. The stall was overfull, but the controls angled the sprays neatly so that little landed outside.


‘Muscular,’ said Kirsty approvingly. ‘But no’ too much, no’ like yer friend back there. Built square, but ye’re no sae fat for a man o’ your age – ’


‘Of my age?’


Her bed, fortunately, was a bit wider than the shower. We lay back to back, and the air was rich with that special scent that age and art takes away from women. I didn’t feel much older than her and not much in need of sleep; her insulator was set at a higher temperature than I liked, anyway, and I was too warm. The sound of the clipped voice and clumping boots on the stairs jerked me awake at once. I swung out of bed and tiptoed over to the door. Voices from Carlsen’s room carried clearly down the passage.


‘Doesn’t look very healthy, does he, sir?’


‘No. Has Lyon been warned to expect him? Good.’ There came the familiar creak of an emergency stretcher unfolding. Lyon? The Department’s special hospital facility was there, that made sense. But even in an airspacer it was pretty damn distant, when we were less than a hundred kilom from Edinburgh, still one of Europe’s top medical centres. Were they afraid to let Carlsen into a public hospital? My mind filled suddenly with thoughts of radiation and weird viruses, but if they’d been around his jacket monitors would have registered something. And the BCs wouldn’t be standing around him so casually even if they were inoculated up to the eyeballs. Then why this desire to keep it all in the family? Their reason seemed to be worth risking Carlsen’s life; for all they knew he was dangerously injured, and yet they were taking only token care of him.


I heard the stretcher being manhandled down the narrow stairs, and wished them well of Carlsen’s bulk. Muffled curses resounded in the passageway, so I shut the door quietly and stole over to the window. They’d landed the airspacer in the paddock behind the house, and I could see its tail projecting from behind the farm building, an absurdly anachronistic contrast. There was Kirsty’s father, damn near fawning over the BCs. There came the two goons with the stretcher; the weight didn’t seem to faze them. I was impressed. Carlsen looked as if he’d succumbed to the drink at last, or was it the grey northern predawn that gave his face that greenish cast? Odds on that vile scotch, any day. The stretcher was bundled in through the rear door, the BCs took gracious leave of the old man, and the motors began a throaty warm-up. They rose to a grumbling howl, and I saw the tail of the machine vibrate and suddenly leap up. The whole machine appeared over the byre roof, and I saw the louvered jets in its belly tilt and swing back, turning its vertical lift into an arcing leap that carried it over the house and out of view. I heard its motors rumble away into the distance as I slid back under the insulator. Its warmth was a little more welcome now. Kirsty, disturbed, mumbled and drew her legs up into a foetal crouch. It made her look young, too young. But not, fortunately, too innocent. I heard her father stumble up to bed, too tired, it seemed, to care where anyone else might be.


All in all the room looked much as it might have in the nineteenth or twentieth centuries, except perhaps for the showerstall and the large holocom that took up a corner table. It had a keyboard as well as the usual vocal controls and at least three hundred program capsules under it, things with titles like Elizabethan Dramatists: Complete Works and Nineteenth Century War Documentation. It was strange, seeing that last monster here; I’d sweated through it at command college, back in the days when I was still thinking of a military career. I wouldn’t have found many of her other programs at college – they were mostly literature, politics, arts, philosophy, all the unfashionable studies. The science was mostly pure, not applied. That boded ill for her college prospects – the number of non-tech places was strictly limited. What there was went mostly to future stars of the bureaucracy, the shining ones being groomed for their eventual roles. Did Kirsty appreciate that? Almost certainly. But those programs showed no sign of any concessions in her studies. I felt a wash of real affection, looking down at her, peaceful for a little while. I wished I could believe in a better reward for her determination. I’d had English literature as a seven-day course, arts from a course of ten lectures recorded forty years earlier and showing it. Music I’d taught myself, and I’d never got beyond folk; modern stuff left me cold. Kirsty seemed to have all the serious stuff ever written plus, at the end of the rack, some ethnic folk. Good, we did have something in common then, beyond keys to fit locks and so on.


The sky was getting lighter now, dawn almost upon us. In another hour or so the farm machinery would come on, feeding and releasing the animals. The human ops would be up not long after; livestock work would never be wholly automated. Why waste the time asleep? I slid down under the insulator and stroked my hand down Kirsty’s spine, right down and round to waken her pleasantly. We were together before she’d quite collected her wits, my arm across her warm waist clamping her to me. She twisted her head round at an impossible angle to kiss me. Banzai! Arrigato! And the dawn came up like thunder.


I’d tottered back to my room to dress when I heard the low hum in the sky. It sounded big, but it certainly wasn’t another airspacer. I joined Kirsty on the shore in time to see a massive carrier zep hovering above the wreck, trawling it up in a wide mesh scoop protruding from its hold. It snared the smaller half and began lifting, water, weed and small debris pouring away as the mangled launcher was hoisted up.


‘Like a sea-urchin,’ commented Kirsty. ‘The ones that don’t bother wi’ a mouth, just stick out their stomach round their dinner. To get it while it’s hot, eh?’


‘Yes,’ I said. ‘While it’s hot. You know, love, this is indecent haste for the Department; they usually spend months wrangling about salvage costings while whatever it is gets rusty and in everyone’s way. The newsmeds should have the official line on this by now, I’d like to go see – ’


‘Wait till they’ve finished!’ pleaded Kirsty. It was certainly impressive. The scoop had snagged around the other, larger, part now. Instead of using their winch, the zep crew locked the line and boosted their whole craft upward as a flying crane. With an anguished creaking groan like a fabulous sea monster the remains lifted clear of the sea, disgorging half the sandbar it had landed on. Free of the weight of that and the water, the winch was able to reel it in. Magnetic nets were lowered to pick up smaller pieces. Close to shore the sea boiled, and a little submersible appeared with what looked like a motor fragment clasped aloft in its grabs. The nets scooped it up as well, wreckage and all, and the hold doors closed behind it. The big zep turned on its axis and headed out to sea, its motors blatting flatly with the inertia of its load. Kirsty and I strolled back to the house, hand in hand. That kind of thing was coming just too easily now. It wasn’t as if I was in love with her or anything – fond of her, yes, but nothing I couldn’t break off when the time came to make up my mind at last. Why had I been so impatient to decide? I’d months yet…


We sat drinking tea in her room, in front of the holocom. It was on a continews channel, running through a government report on some incredibly boring supply problem in West Russia, for which East Russia and Pan-Asia in general were being held responsible. It ran down into a quick snap on the new course structure for junior schools – more ‘political orientation’ and SM – and then gave us the headlines.


LAUNCHER CRASH OFF SCOT COAST over a map, then a mugshot of Carlsen – PILOT SURVIVES BUT DIES ON WAY TO HOSPITAL –


Kirsty’s tea spilled onto my lap. I hardly noticed. I was concentrating on the wording of the report.


‘ – pilot Captain C. Carlsen stuck at controls to save lives below, ejected too late and caught in craft’s explosion. Reached shore alive, died of internal injuries undetected during flight to hospital. Found to be dead on arrival at SpaceDep hospital facility, Lyon, France – ’ The staccato machine voice rattled on to the next item. I hardly heard it. Kirsty’s breathing was ragged, trembling on the edge of a sob.


‘The-the-monitors must’ve been faulty too – ’


‘No,’ I said flatly, ‘they weren’t. The failsafes were left on them, remember? Those things are quintuple-checked. They’re incapable of rendering a consistent result at all if they’re damaged. I know – though I wish to hell I didn’t. They were OK – and so was Carlsen, when he left here.’


‘An accident – they might’ve dropped him – ’ She was half hunched down, shrinking away from the com, from me, from the world. It was such a defensive crouch it almost invited me to unleash the gathering fury I felt. I had to hold myself back wanting to shout it in her face. As long as that airspacer was all right, Carlsen would have been. The stretcher was designed to shield him against being jolted or dropped; it was a standard model, one that worked. The flight to Lyon would have taken an hour at most, more like forty-five minutes. What could have happened in that time to kill a healthy brute of a man who’d come through a serious crash unscathed? Lyon was a Departmental hospital. Nobody there would be free to inquire too closely into a death the BCs wanted kept quiet. That perfunctory examination – no danger! – of what? Of him waking up and talking? He’d shown no signs of having any secrets, and he wasn’t good at concealing things – his smuggling attempts had been amateurish. Something he might find out, then, if he ever got to thinking about it? He’d not been a particular friend of mine, but he was part of a community it was my job to protect. And he’d done one brave, uncharacteristic thing that had earned him better than this.


‘Carlsen was murdered, Kirsty,’ I said, and it sounded like someone else in the room talking. ‘I’m sure of it. And only you and I happen to know it. I’ve no idea how – ’


But as I said it my memory echoed the ring and clatter of those heavy boots on the stairs, those boots and a man pinioned helplessly in a stretcher. Internal injuries undetected!


‘ – or why. But the whole affair – the crash, the way they shifted that wreck so fast, everything – stinks of cover-up. Nothing provable, though. Not yet. But if there’s anything to be found – ’


Kirsty sprang up and grabbed my arms. There were huge tears rolling down her face, but it was set like flint.


‘Aye! We’ll find it! Any way we can – ’


‘I can’t think of anything you could do, not yet. Except keep quiet, act as if you don’t suspect a thing, and keep that superior brain of yours on the boil. The legwork should be mine – ’


‘It should, should it?’ inquired Kirsty, with seething calm. ‘And you’ll tell the wee lassie all about it when ye’re done, eh? And just what makes ye think – ’


‘Eight years of theory, twenty of practice,’ seemed a good enough answer to me. ‘Professional training, you see. Any legitimate inquiry into this – and if they hold one I’ll join the SM Movement – I’d have had to be in on. My job. So – ’


She let go my arms abruptly and stared at me, wide-eyed.


‘Your job?’


‘That’s right. I’m Chief of Security at the Sea Station, Kirsty. If anyone can find a way into this muckheap, and sort out just who killed Carlsen, and why – well, could you do it any better?’
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